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Abstract:  During the course of El Salvador’s civil war, the United States Embassy in San Salvador made the credibility of its statements and access to fact and analysis for journalists its primary information goals.  Adoption of these goals made the U.S. Embassy the most reliable and trusted source of information on El Salvador.  Being the most reliable (if not completely trusted) source of information gave an important advantage to everything else the U.S. Government was attempting to accomplish.  The author concludes that the public information officer must be a completely integrated part of the mission in contact with all other elements.   End Abstract.

El Salvador was invisible to most of the world for most of its history.  The only Central American country not boasting Caribbean and Pacific coasts, El Salvador was never a candidate for a transoceanic canal.  Foreign investment never dominated the economy.  In spite of the high quality of its coffee, the principal crop since late in the nineteenth century, its production was dwarfed by giants like Brazil and Colombia.  Although three U.S. warships stood off-shore when dictator Maximilian Hernández Martínez used a policy of massacres to put down the Western Hemisphere’s first avowedly communist uprising, the United States never really paid much attention to El Salvador.  For 50 years a string of active duty or retired generals served as president and reached a modus vivendi with the country’s elites.  Only the so-called “soccer war” with Honduras in 1969 stirred the U.S. from its indifference towards El Salvador.  Once the shooting ended, U.S. interest (and that of the rest of the outside world) faded to lower levels than ever.  The priority afforded El Salvador by the U.S. is best illustrated by the closing of the CIA station, in spite of indications of increased political unrest, early in the administration of President Jimmy Carter.

That political unrest seemed a lot more serious in Washington after the Sandinistas toppled Anastasio Somoza on July 19, 1979.  Less than 60 days later the Carter administration had dispatched Assistant Secretary of State for Latin American Affairs Viron P. Vaky to El Salvador.  His plea to President Humberto Romero for early elections was rejected; on October 15, 1979 Romero was deposed by a reformist junta.

El Salvador’s already violent situation became chaotic and bloodier than ever.  Within a year the five principal leftist groups had formed the Farabundo Martí National Liberation front and right wing forces, closely allied with parts of the military and others on the right, had launched a dirty war which was killing hundreds each month.

The high-level U.S. response was initially ineffective.  The Carter Administration supported the major reforms made by the first and second juntas, but, appalled by the egregious human rights abuses of the military on one side and the clear Sandinista support for the FMLN on the other, cut off and then restored military assistance.

Both sides in El Salvador were keeping a close eye on Washington.  

When Ronald Reagan was elected in November of 1980 the anti-communist elements believed they were going to have a friend in the White House, a friend to whom human rights were less important than stopping the communists.  It was in the interval between Ronald Reagan’s election and inauguration that the abuses that most attracted attention in the U.S. occurred:  The murder of the Frente Democratico Revolucionario (FDR leaders) on November 27, 1980, the murder of four U.S. churchwomen (two of whom were returning to El Salvador from Nicaragua in order to attend the funeral of the FDR leaders) on December 2, 1980, the murder of two AFL-CIO lawyers and the head of the Salvadoran Agrarian Reform Institute on January 3, 1980, and the murder of freelance journalist Johnny Sullivan on January 7, 1980.

Nor was the FMLN unaware of the change coming in Washington.  On January 19, 1981 they launched their “final offensive,” in what seemed to be a desperate effort to seize power before Ronald Reagan could take office.

Early public statements from the Reagan Administration seemed to indicate that stopping the communist, or at least partially communist, insurgency was the priority which overshadowed all others.  Secretary of State Al Haig spoke of “drawing a line in the sand,” and publicly suggested that the three American nuns and one lay worker might have exchanged shots with their murderers.  Ambassador to the United Nations Jeanne Kirkpatrick publicly noted that the churchwomen were not just religious workers, but political activists.  Early in the first Reagan Administration expressions of concerns about human rights and especially about violence from the right seemed to have a pro forma quality.

While the situation in El Salvador stabilized slightly after the first months of the first Reagan Administration, it was stabilization at a hellish level.  Death squads continued to kill in what my predecessor called “cantidades industriales.”  Most analysts of the war came to believe that the Salvadoran Armed Forces and their allies on the far right side of the Salvadoran political spectrum were pursuing a “dirty war” model.  Under this model, based on the Argentine military’s response to an urban, leftist insurgency in the 1970’s, the security forces kill or “disappear” large numbers of suspicious people.  The security forces know that many, perhaps most of them are innocent or guilty of nothing beyond condemnation of the status quo.  They understand that others named in confessions obtained through torture may be innocent as well.  Killing all these innocent people to extirpate the insurgency is what makes it a “dirty war.”  

In El Salvador the dirty war approach had largely driven the FMLN cadres from the cities and into the countryside.  While this brought some comfort to elites in the capital, it tested the Salvadoran Armed Forces (ESAF) as never before.  They were going to have to operate as a military force against an enemy too amorphous, too smart and too swift to let the army bring its best weapons—battalion-sized formations, armor, artillery and ground attack aircraft into effective use.

Throughout 1981 and early 1982, the mostly volunteer FMLN, with training and advice from sympathizers and a steady (if limited) supply of arms and ammunition funneled through Nicaragua, generally out-fought the ESAF conscripts.  More importantly, they out-thought the ESAF, staging daring and well-conceived raids that destroyed the principal bridge to the eastern third of the country and destroyed much of the Salvadoran Air Force on the ground.  Those capital dwellers affluent enough to afford electricity were not permitted to forget the war—throughout the conflict the FMLN dynamited roughly one thousand power pylons annually.

The Reagan Administration immediately stepped up military assistance although congressional concerns about being drawn into El Salvador by Vietnam-type incrementalism led to a limit of 55 military trainers being in El Salvador at any time.  Three “Immediate Reaction Battalions,” the Atonal, the Belloso and the Atlacatl were to be the centerpiece of the counterinsurgency program.  The Belloso, was trained and equipped “from the socks up” at Fort Bragg, North Carolina.  The others were fully equipped by the U.S., but trained in El Salvador.  The Atlacatl, led by the aggressive and oddly charismatic Domingo Monterrosa, was much more aggressive and eager for combat than any other Salvadoran unit.

The dark side of the battalion’s aggressiveness and Monterrosa’s leadership showed themselves most notoriously in December 1981 when the Atlacatl massacred at least a thousand Salvadorans, mostly women and children at El Mozote in the far northeast province of Morazan.  For a few weeks little emerged about El Mozote.  El Mozote was in the heart of FMLN territory and accessible only by large ESAF units and those invited or permitted to enter by the FMLN.  In January 1982 the FMLN invited Ray Bonner of the New York Times and Alma Gulliermoprieto of the Washington Post to the site of the massacre.  Both reported the story vividly, although Bonner did not mention that the FMLN had arranged the visit.  Bonner’s omission aggravated suspicions that Bonner favored the FMLN and that this favoritism colored his reporting.

The embassy dispatched human rights officer Todd Greentree to see if he could determine what had happened.  He could not get to the site, but his conversations with people in the area led the embassy to report, via classified cable that clearly something had happened at El Mozote.  The State Department announced that the embassy had investigated and found there had been no massacre
.  As is customary when major news organizations and the government disagree on facts, the government came off the worse—especially among journalists.

The cascade of bad news continued.

In January 1982 Bonner reported that a former FMLN prisoner had told him that U.S. Green Berets had watched as he was tortured by Salvadoran paratroopers.  The source said he knew they were Green Berets because they wore green berets.  Embassy Public Affairs Officer Howard E. Lane assembled a detailed rebuttal, which included the fact that U.S. Special Forces troops (Green Berets) were forbidden to even bring their berets to El Salvador.  Other news organizations, particularly ABC News, spent tens of thousands of dollars trying to verify the story, but could not.

Tensions increased as the country moved towards elections to be held on March 28, 1982 for a constituent assembly.

On March 17, 1982 four Dutch journalists were killed by Salvadoran Security Forces outside the capital.  Presumably the journalists thought they were joining up with an FMLN unit to report the war from the FMLN perspective.  The ESAF version of events was that the journalists had joined up with the FMLN and were killed in ambush before the ESAF realized who they were.  No one in the international press corps and few others believed the ESAF story.

Shortly before the elections I was asked to leave a comfortable assignment running a U.S. Cultural Center in the Dominican Republic to become the Public Affairs Officer, the spokesman, for the U.S. Embassy in San Salvador.  I really don’t know why I accepted.  My predecessor had received death threats from the right and was under heavy security 24 hours daily.  His predecessor had left El Salvador after received death threats from what became the FMLN.  The situation in El Salvador was bad and getting worse.

While I was in the United States preparing to depart for post the people of El Salvador produced the first good news in a long time:  In spite of threats by the FMLN to “cut off the finger” of those who voted
, perhaps 80 percent of eligible voters cast ballots.  It was a spectacular reaffirmation of the Salvadoran people’s desire to choose their own leaders, define their own destiny. 

Reassured by the election results, I went to El Salvador knowing that things would be tough, but buoyed by the knowledge that at least the Salvadoran people had not given up.  This truth turned out to be less than self-evident to some people
.

This was my first job in my career in which I reported directly to the Ambassador.  Ambassador Deane R. Hinton was out of town when I arrived.  He was, in fact, in Washington, DC at the National Press Club denouncing Ray Bonner as an “advocacy journalist,” who was clearly in favor of the FMLN.  If memory serves, I met Ray a day or two after the Ambassador’s denunciation and before I met the Ambassador.  Our meeting was entirely correct, but devoid of any warmth.

I was immediately impressed with and bonded quickly with my colleagues in the embassy.  This was not necessarily automatic.  Most embassies are fragmented (some more deeply than others) on tribal lines:  The State Department divides into a two camps with the political and economic officers (who think of themselves as “substantive officers”) and consular and administrative officers (who know they do invaluable work, but are dismissed by the political and economic officers as “support personnel”); the military personnel are organizationally divided between the Military Group, which supplies, advises and supports the host country military, and the defense attachés, who report on military intelligence matters—effectively grading the performance of the Military Group’s clients; the intelligence staff is often aloof, sometimes asking questions of others, but seldom giving back information; Agency for International Development personnel are often seen as pouring money into projects which will never work, never become self-sustaining.  As Public Affairs Officer I was also the Director of the United States Information Service (since absorbed into the State Department), which handled press and cultural affairs at all U.S. embassies.  USIS was often dismissed by all with the pun “useless,” largely because policy-oriented officers saw no more than tertiary value in cultural programs.

But these divisions did not hold true in El Salvador while I was there (1982-1986) and especially not when I first arrived.  Partially it was because of shared threat of attack:  The embassy had been attacked with machine guns and rockets on roughly two dozen occasions in the past three years.  One rocket propelled grenade (RPG) came through a window and destroyed the (unoccupied) Ambassador’s conference room (which was moved to the basement).  

I also believe we came together because of political cum ideological isolation.  Many of us felt that we had no real allies outside the mission, that no one else understood what we were doing or trusted our motives.

The Salvadoran left was militarized and fighting to overthrow a government we were supporting with diplomacy, guns and money; their enmity was obvious.  

The economic and social elites, who are normally close to the American and other embassies, harangued us regularly about our support for social reforms, especially including the nationalization of coffee exports and agrarian reform.  Many of them were always ready to explain to us that the death squads were not so bad and that many acts attributed to them were provocations by the communists.
  

The international press corps saw ample evidence of abuses by the ESAF and saw the U.S. embassy supplying the arms and munitions which helped make these abuses possible; we were in regular touch, but they were stand-offish.  

Nor could we count on support from Washington.  Some in the Reagan Administration and especially some Congressional staffers lined up with the Salvadoran business class and saw the embassy as pandering to the communists by supporting unsound and confiscatory economic reforms.

Gradually, from my colleagues in the embassy and from the international press corps (many of whom actually recognized that I was probably over my head and seemed to feel sorry for me), I began to capture what my military colleagues call “ground truth.”

Ground truth was that the death squads were not shadowy figures difficult to identify.  It might be difficult to get the names of individual trigger men, but there was no doubt that the “heavily armed men dressed in civilian clothes” were soldiers acting under orders.  Just whose orders they were acting under was not precisely clear because the Salvadoran Military was not meaningfully subservient to the interim President Alvaro Magaña or even to its own official chain of command.  It was also clear that many of the commanders whose units were known to be responsible for death squad activity were known to be close to former Army Major Roberto D’Aubuisson, the head of the ARENA party.

The FMLN was soft-pedaling its support from the communist world to gain the support of social democrats worldwide.  Their claim that almost all their arms were either captured from the Salvadoran Army or purchased on international arms black markets was obviously false
.  So were the denials of more-than-moral support from the Sandinistas.  While the FMLN and their sympathizers obviously suffered from the death squads and other abuses, their response was publicly shrill and practically cynical.  The FMLN had shown itself capable of cold-blooded, meticulously planned and daring operations, yet they never attempted to assassinate the individuals most responsible for the atrocities.

By mid-summer of 1982, roughly 60 days into my new position, I knew more than when I arrived, but understood less.  The good guys seemed impotent in the face of massive violence.  I had adopted a personal guidepost of which I made no secret:  The Salvadoran people deserved better than Cuba’s Fidel Castro, better than Paraguay’s Alfredo Stroessner.  What I did not say was that I had little sense that current policy was going to get them what they deserved.  It also seemed clear that simple policy advocacy which supported the Salvadoran government and condemned the FMLN was not going to do much to advance the policy or help the people of El Salvador or the United States.

The backbone of the information policy started emerging not from me, the information director, but from two critical sources:  Ambassador Hinton and Military Group Commander Colonel John D. Waghelstein.  As I set up media interviews with these men I came to realize that they were speaking with exceptional candor.  Hinton normally spoke for the record, but on rare occasions hid behind thin cover as “a senior diplomatic observer in El Salvador.” Waghelstein spoke as “a Western observer,” or “a military observer” (but not, “a Western military observer”).  Hinton made the most “undiplomatic” (but ultimately useful) comments I heard in a 27-year diplomatic career.

What began to emerge was almost the fulfillment of the adage:  “Tell the truth and shame the devil.” 

Within a fairly short time Waghelstein’s insightful analysis of military events and candid discussion of non-operational plans for military assistance began to draw far more requests for interviews than he had time to give the media.  We therefore set up a backgrounder for the international press in my office each Thursday morning.  This came to be known (from the Waghelstein’s nickname “Wag”) as “The Wag Show.”

And it was a show.  Waghelstein’s combination of colorful language (“these guys are tougher than lizard lips”), planned activities (“I believe we are going to put one or two American trainers out at detachments around the country.”), and tutelage in counterinsurgency
 doctrine (“no insurgency has succeeded without a base of support in a nearby country”) made the international press pay attention.  But it was his candor that made him impossible to ignore:  “We are trying to get them to stop killing prisoners.  Killing prisoners is not just tacky.  If you are known to kill prisoners nobody surrenders.  Beyond that, prisoners are a great source of intelligence.  You don’t even need to torture them.  Torture gets you bad information and is unnecessary.  If you treat prisoners well and take your time, they will talk to you.”

Most importantly, Waghelstein acknowledged that the United States was, in effect, playing for a draw.  “All successful counterinsurgency programs end in a political settlement.  The point is not to kill communists (not that there is anything wrong with that), but to force them into an electoral process.”

Waghelstein not only told journalists what was going one, he showed them.  When it became clear that keeping U.S. military trainers away from journalists was creating a sinister or at least “spooky” aura, Waghelstein and I worked together to arrange for international journalists to visit training sites, interview trainers and photograph and tape them at work.  Since all the trainers came from traditionally secretive Special Operations personnel (Navy SEALs and Green Berets) this caused some concern at the Pentagon. The pay-off came soon enough.  Once mainstream media stopped treating the training as clandestinely sinister the Washington-based questions about media access to trainers slowed to a trickle.

Ambassador Hinton devoted immense amounts of time to the media, normally reserving an hour every day for me to schedule any journalist I wished for an interview.  Even more than Waghelstein, Hinton went to great lengths to explain policy goals, sometimes announcing policy changes through the media.  When asked by Pulitzer-prize-wining journalist Shirley Christian if consolidation of El Salvador’s three law enforcement agencies (Treasury Police, National Guard, National Policy) a single unit was still a policy goal, Hinton replied that he no longer considered police organization or reorganization important.  “Court reform is the key.  If criminals and subversives cannot be punished when detained then we should not be surprised if they end up being killed before they get to court.” 
 

Hinton, who was usually spoke on the record, was more cautious about the goal of a political settlement than Waghelstein.  He almost certainly knew that there would eventually be such a settlement, but was careful when asked about negotiations.  Asked repeatedly why the U.S. did not support calls for negotiations between the government and the FMLN, Hinton would explain, “Negotiation ‘without preconditions’ is the biggest condition of all.  It means that the government is prepared to negotiate its own legitimacy with an armed group representing a minority.”
 

Years after we had both left El Salvador I was speaking with Ambassador Hinton as many cables from his time in the embassy were being declassified and embassy reporting could be compared to the accounts issued by the Salvadoran Truth Commission.  I asked him what he thought about the release of embassy reporting.  His reply was as straightforward as ever:  “I am not worried.  If they release all our cables (and I am told the records are good) we’ll come out just fine.” 

Nor did our media contacts end with the Ambassador and the Military Group Commander.  We established a formal policy which said that any member of the mission could speak to the press (if permitted to do so by his or her supervisor) but no one was obliged to do so.  Most intelligence personnel routinely and flatly denied all requests for interviews, but several intelligence officers, especially in the Defense Attaché's Office, spoke with journalists regularly—though not for attribution.

While much of our public information effort was directed at the international media, we did not confine ourselves to the media.  At the direction of Ambassador Hinton we met with everyone who would talk to us, especially representatives of human rights groups and members of the United States Congress.  El Salvador is close enough to Washington for a weekend visit and we encouraged every visit we could from policy opponents and supporters alike.  Some weekends we had three and four Congressional Delegations (Codels) visiting; January of 1983 saw over a dozen Codels.  

Nor did we stop with official and media visitors.

Every piece of mail got an individual response, even when obviously part of an organized campaign with pre-printed postcards.  Embassy staff, including the Ambassador, would meet with every religious and human rights group possible, including those vehemently opposed to our policy and those laden with celebrities dabbling in foreign affairs.

Everyone got the same story:  

· The Salvadoran government was deeply flawed.  

· There was no doubt that elements of the government and/or the military were responsible for terrible human rights abuses.

· Things were getting better, but slowly and with some steps back.

· Bad as things are, there is no reason to let the FMLN, which represents a small minority, shoot its way into power.

The candor which characterized embassy statements before I arrived continued to grow to extraordinary levels, levels perhaps unprecedented in diplomatic practice.

For years it had been the custom for the American Ambassador to El Salvador to give one speech a year to the American Chamber of Commerce.  In early October of 1982 Ambassador Hinton dropped by my office and said he was speaking there at the end of the month and he was looking for topics.  Did I have anything in mind?  He told me the political section had suggested that he speak solely on human rights.  I said I agreed with political, that the greatest impediment to policy was violence from the right.  He kind of grunted and asked me to “see what I could come up with.”

I wrote what I considered to be a blistering speech, speaking of “perhaps 30,000 people who had been murdered, not killed in combat, murdered,” since El Salvador’s conflict had begun.  I expected that the older, wiser and savvier Hinton would tone it down.  Isn’t that what senior officers are for?  To reign in the passions of their youthful subordinates?

Hinton punched up the speech.  He added language saying that the “gorillas of the right” were just as dangerous as “the guerrillas of the left,” and alluded to a possible cessation of U.S. assistance if human rights abuses were not curtailed.

The speech, given on a Friday afternoon to a group of conservative businessmen in the ballroom of the Hotel El Presidente, had several effects.

Many of the businessmen in the audience were outraged, most were shocked that such things were being said out loud by anyone.

The few journalists in the audience knew at once they had a major story; this was the first time anyone had suggested that human rights abuses could outweigh anti-communism in El Salvador.  Coverage of the speech ran on the front page of the Washington Post and the Los Angeles Times. The coverage did not end on Saturday.  The New York Times, which had no permanent El Salvador correspondent at that time (Bonner having been recalled in late summer), recognized that the speech was important and sent Bernard Weinraub down to interview Hinton.  I arranged the interview for Sunday.  The Times story, laden with quotes from the speech, ran on the front page on Monday morning.  Being on the front page of The New York Times gave the story legs it had not shown before.  Now ABC, CBS and NBC returned to El Salvador do interview Hinton about the speech.

Reaction inside the embassy was, as far as I could tell, ecstatic.  Having our boss tell hard truths in public was liberating.

White House reaction was not ecstatic.  Spokesman Larry Speakes was pointed:  The speech had NOT been cleared at the White House.

Rumors flew that Hinton would be fired for the speech, but he remained until the end of May 1983 when both he and Assistant Secretary of State for Latin American Affairs Thomas Enders were removed.  Many believe the speech was the key to Hinton’s removal and it may have been.  Even so, Hinton’s replacement, Thomas R. Pickering was even more outspoken on human rights than Hinton.  When Pickering delivered a similar and equally direct speech to the American Chamber a year after Hinton had spoken, Speakes announced that the President “had read every word” beforehand.  Whatever lay behind Hinton’s departure from El Salvador, the administration’s view had changed dramatically during those twelve months.

Bolstered by our reputation for candor and honesty, we at the embassy became an indispensable stop for most everyone searching for information about El Salvador.  That gave us the opportunity to begin scoring some points of our own, particularly on human rights.

America’s Watch had long disputed embassy assessments of the number of death squad killings in El Salvador.  At one point America’s Watch Executive Director Ariyeh Neier suggested that the embassy examine the records of the Socorro Juridico group to see how records should be compiled; Socorro’s accounts were all based on eyewitness declarations.  We followed Mr. Neier’s advice with surprising results.

Although Socorro claimed that all accounts come from eyewitnesses, two-thirds of the victims in their records were not identified by gender.  Their reports tended to be filed shortly after similar events were reported on Radio Venceremos—the FMLN’s official radio.

Because we had earned our reputation of giving accurate information we were able to rebut a lot of disinformation:

Question:  Didn’t the Salvadoran Air Force kill a group of innocent civilians in an indiscriminate bombing attack at place X at ate and time Y?

Answer:  No, you have been fed disinformation.  A Salvadoran Air Force bombing raid killed the following named FMLN commandantes at that exact place and time.  We knew of the mission, which was driven by precise intelligence, at the time it was carried out and reported the facts internally at that time.

Question:  What about the Amnesty International report that right wing death squads kidnapped Boris King Montes because of his father’s legitimate activities as a union organizer?

Answer:  That would be a horrible event if true.  We once thought that was true and issued a press statement denouncing the act as “reminiscent of the worst crimes of Stalin and Hitler.”  We later found out that Boris King Montes never existed and issued a public retraction.  The “father” is a union organizer who went on a drinking binge.  He paid for this binge with union funds he was supposed to use to set up the union meeting.  When the money ran out he concocted the story of his “son’s” kidnapping as a cover for his own misuse of union funds.

Once our credibility with the media became widely known with the Salvadoran government and military new possibilities were available to us.  Lt. Commander Albert A. Schaufelberger, Jr., the deputy commander of the Military Group, was assassinated by the FPL faction of the FMLN on May 25, 1983.  About 60 days later the Salvadoran Treasury Police, who at the time had a well-earned reputation for extreme brutality, announced (without consulting with the embassy beforehand) that they had Schaufelberger’s killer in custody and that he had confessed.  In time, the U.S. Naval Investigative Service was able to polygraph the suspect.  The polygraph showed what most of us had suspected from the beginning.  The suspect was a member of the FPL, but knew nothing of Schaufelberger’s assassination; he had confessed after days of torture.  With this proof in hand, we had to do three things:  get the current suspect off on the murder charge, keep the Salvadorans searching for the real killer and denounce the use of torture.  Ambassador Pickering and I worked out a strategy which made the media part of the solution.  I was to prepare two press releases.  One would use the strongest possible language and denounce the Treasury Police and the Government of El Salvador for using torture to extract a false confession.  The other would use more conventional, diplomatic language and express concern over the apparent use of coercion against a suspect.  This milder release also expressed satisfaction that the Government of El Salvador had launched an investigation into how a false confession was obtained.  I was then instructed to take both releases to Defense Minister Eugenio Vides Casanova while the Ambassador called on President Magaña with copies of the same two releases.  Vides Casanova could not have been more cordial and practical.  After my introductory remarks and a quick reading of the two releases his first response was on target:  “We have to move the suspect away from the Treasury Police before they kill him.”
  

Momentum to deal with the human rights matter gathered on many fronts and public information was integrated with all of them.

The Reagan Administration turned up the heat on the Salvadoran Army and Government.  A steady stream of very senior U.S. officials, including Defense Secretary Caspar Weinberger started coming to El Salvador in late summer 1983.  Every one of them brought the same message publicly and privately:  Improving human rights performance is central to victory.

Even as Ambassador Hinton was replaced by Ambassador Pickering and Colonel Waghelstein was replaced by Colonel Joseph Stringham, the policy of ready press access and candor continued.  In October and November of 1983 we in the embassy, led by Ambassador Pickering began providing the media with highly specific information about the small group of individuals within part of ARENA and in the Army responsible for the worst death squad abuses.

This public pressure culminated with the December 11, 1983 visit to El Salvador by Vice President George H. Bush.  Bush met with the Salvadoran high command, showed them a letter from President Reagan and laid down strict conditions for a continuation of U.S. assistance:

· The army was to make arrests only in emergency and to turn suspected criminals over to the police as soon as possible.

· No more secret places of detention.

· When arrests were made, families and the International Committee of the Red Cross had to be notified within 24 hours.

· Certain individuals were to be forced into exile.

Bush also attended a dinner, hosted by President Magaña, to which all presidential candidates for the upcoming election were invited.  All except Roberto D’Aubuisson attended.  At that dinner he offered a toast which laid out the U.S. position on human rights in unequivocal language.  Knowing that the principal Salvadoran newspapers could not be relied upon to provide honest coverage of what the Vice President had said, I took out paid advertisements to publish the full text of his toast.

During 1984 there were fewer death squad killings during the entire year than had been the monthly average in 1983.

Vice President Bush’s visit was the turning point in the war in El Salvador.  Right wing violence, which had been the great recruiting agent for the FMLN and their best diplomatic tool, was broken.  As right wing violence receded, abuses by the FMLN became more apparent.

The war continued for another eight years and might have gone on longer had the Soviet Empire not collapsed.  Thousands more died.  Tens of thousands of acts of murderous behavior went unpunished.  No Salvadoran officer ever served a day in jail for any crime, though some were cashiered.

But the war is over and El Salvador, for all its continuing problems (especially a very serious problem with criminal gangs), has a vibrant, multiparty political system with regular and open elections.  If the FMLN wins the presidential elections I’ll be disappointed that more market-oriented parties have failed to bring the people what they want, but I was always willing to honor the results of a fair election.

What lessons does El Salvador offer for information policy during an armed conflict?

1. If the truth is not a better friend to you than to the enemy you should examine your policy.  If you are not making the policy, examine your conscience.

2. Credibility is everything.  If people do not believe you they will not listen or if they listen it is only to find points of attack.

3. When credibility is lost you persuade no one.  Those who applaud you would do so anyway.

4. Credibility is earned by telling the truth when it is painful, even when it offends your friends.

5. The highest authorities must approve of and participate in your information policies and practices.

6. Mission or unit policy must insist that information policy and practice are fully integrated with other activities.  When the operators drop by after the fact and say, “Here is what you need to say,” the public affairs staff should be replaced with stenographers.

7. The Public Information Officer must earn the trust of every element so that he or she receives all relevant information.  A successful public information policy must take into account information which is never made public.

I learned one other lesson that is not, strictly speaking, about public information.  I learned it from Ambassador Hinton, who, even though he lost his job in El Salvador, went on to dramatic success as U.S. Ambassador to Pakistan, Costa Rica and Panama.  

The lesson:  You cannot be truly effective in a job you are afraid to lose.

� Donald R. Hamilton was Public Affairs Officer of the U.S. Embassy in El Salvador from May of 1982 through June of 1986.  Serving longer than any senior member of the embassy staff, he was the principal public affairs adviser to U.S. Ambassadors Deane R. Hinton, Thomas R. Pickering and Edwin G. Corr.  He is currently a Counselor to Coalition Provisional Authority Administrator L. Paul Bremer, III in Baghdad.  The views expressed here are his own and do not necessarily reflect those of any other person or institution.  


� Years later declassified cables showed that U.S. Ambassador Deane R. Hinton sent a sharply worded cable to the State Department effectively reminding them that he had never said there was no massacre and that they should be more careful about what they attributed to him.


� When I arrived in El Salvador some months later I asked U.S. military officers who had seen the bodies of the Dutch journalists what they thought had happened.  They said that they could not be certain, but that the bodies had far more bullet wounds than you would expect when someone was ambushed from the distance the ESAF claimed.  They told me that it was extremely rare for any person shot from a distance to take multiple rifle hits before falling.  


� To prevent the same person from voting multiple times, each voter dipped his right index finger in a chemical which turned the skin of that finger indelibly black for several days.  The FMLN’s threat was that blackened fingers would be cut off.  


� A few months after the elections a group of American Jesuits prepared a study which tallied how long each step of the voting process (inking fingers, walking to the polling booth, marking the ballot, etc.) took.  They then totaled amount of time for each step multiplied the total number of ballots cast, considered the number of polling stations and concluded there was simply not enough time for 1.5 million people to have voted.  Their overall conclusion:  The United States Embassy colluded with the major political parties to roughly double the number of reported votes while keeping the percentages allocated to each party the same.  The flaw in that argument should have been obvious:  The time each voter spends on the process is not the same as the hourly rate of voting.  One voter starts before the next finishes.  Think of an assembly line:  If it takes six hours on the assembly line to make a new car that does not mean a car rolls off the line every six hours.  Raymond Bonner repeated the Jesuit’s argument in his book Weakness and Deceit:  U.S. Policy in El Salvador.  Subsequent elections in El Salvador showed results entirely consistent with the official tally of the March 1982 elections.  Skeptical observers looking for the kind of fraud described in Bonner’s book found no evidence of it.


� I initially considered this a possibility.  Communists in Spain and elsewhere had certainly slaughtered their own often enough.  Over the years I came to realize that killing in El Salvador was a simple business:  If you asked yourself what person or organization most wanted a person dead, the first name you came up with was usually right.


� That he was not interim president of El Salvador was entirely due to U.S. pressure.  ARENA had won a plurality during the March 1982 elections and the resulting assembly could well have voted him in as interim president.  Realizing that D’Aubuisson as president would doom U.S. assistance, Ambassador Deane Hinton and his Political Counselor Robert Driscoll devised a plan which called for a president without a party and three vice presidents (one each for the major parties).  Presidential envoy Vernon Walters came to El Salvador to force acceptance by ARENA and, more importantly, the military high command.


� A trace by the U.S. Department of Defense showed that less than 20 percent of the M-16 rifles captured from the FMLN were originally provided by the U.S. Government (USG) to the Government of El Salvador (GOES).  The overwhelming majority of M-16 rifles captured from the FMLN were, before their capture, last seen in the hands of South Vietnamese units in the late 1960’s and early 1970’s.  The FMLN never raised enough money to buy all these weapons on international markets, so the conclusion that they were receiving at least financial help from the Soviet Union (directly or indirectly through Cuba, Vietnam and Nicaragua) is inescapable.  Late in the war the FMLN switched to AK-47 and similar Soviet-style weapons, which were never issued to the Salvadoran Army.


� Although the FMLN used a particularly sophisticated operation to kill Domingo Monterrosa, it was years after El Mozote and after he had effectively abandoned his earlier murderous behavior and become a singularly effective combat commander who spoke of the FMLN not as “terrorists,” but as “our misguided brothers.”


� In an interview with journalist and author Joan Didion he was asked what role the U.S. had played in preventing D’Aubuisson from becoming president.  His response was the most forthright, contemporaneous acknowledgement of interference in another country’s internal affairs I have ever heard:  “We stopped that one on the one-yard line.”


� One American journalist, who subsequently won a Pulitzer Prize, thanked Waghelstein when he departed for “what amounted to a seminar on counterinsurgency theory.”


� This and the other Deane Hinton quotes are based on the author’s still-vivid memories.  A word or so may be misplaced, but the author stands behind their substantial accuracy.


� The merger of law enforcement units had been a publicly announced goal.  While Hinton may have consulted with Washington before abandoning it publicly, I do not believe he did so.


� The embassy would argue as early as 1982, based on turnout in the 1982 elections and some guessing, that the FLMN could not poll more than 20 percent in a fair and open election.  That is almost exactly what happened with the FMLN finally participated in elections.  They have since gained strength and may win the presidency, but the FMLN of 2003 is not the FMLN of 1983.


� Amnesty International led its annual report on El Salvador with this story in spite of the fact that it had been publicly discredited months before Amnesty’s report.


� The suspect was not killed, but the murder charges stayed in place for at least two years and I do not know if they were ever dropped.  Schaufelberger’s assassin has never been publicly identified, but journalists with good sources within the FMLN told me that the real killer was a 17-year-old (never named to me) who was immediately relocated to Mexico.
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